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Power and Violence in the Colonial City: Oruro from the Mining Renaissance
to the Rebellion of Tupac Amaru, 1740-1782. By Oscar Comblit. Translated
by Elizabeth Ladd Glick. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995. x
+ 230 pp. Maps, tables, notes, appendixes, bibliography, index. $59.95
cloth.)
The sources for the history of Andean regions are as difficult to mine
as its mountain silver. This does not excuse this seriously flawed book, fault
for which must be shared by author, translator, and editor alike. Problems
begin with the author's approach to historical writing: he does not wish to
draw "any general conclusions" from his work, but prefers "to let history
speak for itself," although, he allows, "the repetition of some themes might be
interpreted as an emphasis on causal links" (p. viii). His "predominant
explanatory mode" is narrative (p. vii), but he does not intend "to recount
events in such a manner that the last chapters would constitute the culmination
of all that came before" (p. ix). The result is no readily discernible thesis,
organization, or focus.
Comblit provides some information on the geography, economy, and
history of the mining city of Oruro but fails to effectively link past and
present. Although the title identifies the book's scope as 1740-1781, we are
told that an analysis of the years between 1750 and 1780 "does not form part
of this study" (p. 81). The opening date, 1740, relates to a "stormy" municipal
election, described in minute detail. Mention is made of a conspiracy in 1739
(p. 45), about which no details whatever are provided until twenty pages later,
where the author suggests that a predominantly creole faction led by the
Herrera family had attempted to involve Indians in an effort to "shake off the
yoke of obedience" (pp. 63-64). The author then implies that these tensions
and the creole "alliance with the indigenous people" persisted over the next
four decades and "nearly brought Oruro to ruin" during the Indian uprising of
1781.
Readers would be better served by a more thorough exposition and
analysis of this political dynamic instead of the long chapter based on familiar
secondary sources, "Under Spanish Law," which Comblit devotes to defining
the various institutions of colonial government. It offers nothing new.

